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The Incas. By Nigel Davies. (Niwot: University Press of Colorado, 1995. x
+ 259 pp. Maps, tables, appendixes, notes, bibliography, index. $29.95
cloth.)
Nigel Davies, whose solid Mesoamerican reputation is based on books
like The Aztecs and The Toltecs, undertook in The Incas the enormous task of
sorting and sifting the complex and oftimes contradictory spectrum of articles
and books about Inca history and culture; in fact, the resulting book should
have a subtitle like A Review of the Scholarship. Davies' task was not unlike
the one that Venus presented to Psyche in the tale by Apuleius; Psyche was to
sort a large heap of corn, barley, millet, poppy seeds, chick peas, and lentils
into their respective piles. Overwhelmed, Psyche was eventually aided by a
friendly colony of ants, who attacked the heap grain by grain and accom
plished the task.
The confusing heaps of Inca information are many. The oral traditions
of post-conquest Inca survivors exhibit minimal interest in chronology and are
biased towards various lncan households (panacas), which were dedicated not
only to preserving ancestral reputations but the mummified remains of
previous rulers. The Incas used knotted cords (quipus) to keep quantifiable
records involving the military and the economy, but most of the information
was lost with the death of the quipocamayos-the knot-keepers themselves.
Songs were used to commemorate rulers, but each new dynasty recreated their
glories and rewrote or obliterated the past. Most primary documents by
Spanish chroniclers in the sixteenth century-like Pedro de Cieza de Leon,
Huaman Poma de Ayala, Damian de la Bandera, and Pedro Sarmiento de
Gamboa-are often contradictory, exaggerated, and Eurocentric. Spanish
documents from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries can be ambiguous
mixtures of history, myth, and legend. In addition, the modern historian must
reconcile written records with archeological findings, the foundation of which
was laid by Max Uhle at the turn of this century.
Although the general outlines of Inca history might feel secure, the
details are tenuous: the particulars of Inca mythology; the pre-Inca inhabitants
of the Cuzco region; the origin of the Incas; their accession to power; and
their succession of rulers. Scholarship about Pachacutec's remarkable creation

